This article examines some of the opportunities and challenges associated with using archived qualitative data to explain macro-social change through a biographical lens. Using examples from a recent research project on family change in Ireland, I show how working across qualitative datasets provided opportunities for generating new explanations of social change by 'reading against the grain' of established social science narratives and tracing innovation in social practices. I also discuss some of the methodological challenges associated with working across datasets and how we addressed them in the study. 
beyond 'naïve empiricism. ' Atkinson and Delamont (2006:169, 168-169) criticised what they saw as a tendency towards the collection of narratives in an uncritical and celebratory fashion and called for a sustained commitment to an analytic stance, one that requires 'a degree of distance from the narrative materials we collect, analyse and reproduces.' These challenges seem especially daunting when researchers attempt to use qualitative sources to explain long-term change. We need to ensure that our analyses of qualitative biographical data do more than simply provide appealing descriptive accounts of individual experiences. Our aim is also to use participant narratives to document and trace the processes through which changing individual experiences and actions gave rise to socio-historical transformation. Strategies of comparative and narrative analysis (Maxwell 2004:251-256) In this article, using examples from a recent research project on long-term patterns of family change in Ireland, I argue that secondary analysis of archived data facilitates a qualitative explanation of these processes in a number of ways. First, the use of archived data adds scale to the qualitative researcher's toolkit, creating enhanced opportunities for comparison and claims to generalisability (Davidson et al. 2018) .
Second, the use of such data provides opportunities for comparison from multiple perspectives or standpoints (Tarrant and Hughes 2018) . In our study, addressing the challenges of working across datasets that were collected using different methodologies and with different time horizons provided enhanced opportunities for understanding the process of social change by facilitating multiple perspectival comparisons within and across generations. Third, I suggest that qualitative secondary analysis can sometimes help us to move beyond describing towards explaining the processes of macro-social change, by 'distancing' the researcher from the source material (see Irwin and Winterton 2012; Coltart et al. 2013; Irwin et al. 2014 ).
However, there are shortcomings. First, the researcher must constantly deal with limitations presented by the uneven content and quality of biographical and other interview data and, in particular, gaps in the potential for comparative analysis posed by lacunae in participant life narratives, different research designs or simply by variations in interviewer practice. This raises the risk that some narratives carry too much weight in the 'assemblage' of cases (Davidson et al. 2018 ). Strategies of filling in 'what is unsaid' (Brannen 2004:426) by drawing on secondary information or linked mixed-method data can help to address this problem (though not perfectly). Second, systematic and rigorous analysis of comparatively big volumes of archived qualitative data is time-consuming and may be unattractive to researchers working under pressure to publish early and often. Some ways to address this may include team working and the use of 'quasi-statistics' or other formal procedures to assist with the selection of cases for intensive analysis (Maxwell 2004) . Both strategies -of filling in the blanks and of using contextual information to situate data -facilitate the 'distancing' that enables comparative analysis and data cross-checking.
The article begins with a brief description of the Irish Qualitative Data Archive and the 'Family Rhythms' study which stimulated the reflections in this article. This is followed by two examples of how working across archived biographical data opened a different window on the process of fam- learning from the experience of re-using qualitative data and to promote further sharing and reuse. As its principal output, the study led to the publication of an innovative textbook (Gray, Geraghty and Ralph 2016) . The datasets in question were Life Histories and Social Change (Gray et al. 2015) , and qualitative data collected as part of the National Longitudinal Study on ChildrenGrowing Up in Ireland (Williams et al. 2017) . Both While both qualitative datasets are linked to quantitative panels, there are also significant differences between them. LHSC includes participants within three birth-cohorts (born before 1935, between 1945 and 1954, and between 1965 and 1974) 
Reading against the Grain: Interrogating Established Narratives
Standard quantitative data suggest that the rate of non-marital childbearing remained below 5%
-less than half that of comparable countries -in
Ireland until the 1980s, but then 'took off,' reaching nearly one-third of all births by the late 1990s (see The statistical evidence on change since the 1970s accompanies a public and scholarly narrative about the earlier subjugation of sexuality and oppression of women who became pregnant outside marriage (Inglis 1998 Second, it becomes clear that the data convey a false impression of the rate of non-marital pregnancies because they were followed quickly by 'shotgun'
weddings. For example, Rosemary (LHA16, born in the mid-1920s), described an inter-generational pattern of marriage following pregnancy within 3 All names were changed to protect participant confidentiality. The codes following the names identify the transcripts within the archive (see Gray et al. 2015) .
her working-class family, and how this was adapted to the prevailing norms about sexual virtue in different socio-historical contexts:
INT: And what about your sons -would you have given them any advice or said anything to them, if they were courting?
RESP: Well, well the eldest fella got his bird [girlfriend] into trouble and he had to marry her; so did the second fella; and the third fella, no, he got mar-
INT: And when you said they had to get married, how did that happen?
RESP: Because she, they maintained they were preg- Thus a pattern of non-marital pregnancy followed by marriage occurred within Rosemary's family from at least as early as the 1950s through the 1980s.
What changed between her own generation (illustrated by her brother's experience), and that of her sons, was a decline in the stigmatisation of relationships, pregnancies and births before marriage 
Challenges and Opportunities
The There are, of course, well-established approaches to dealing with such validity threats within the literature on qualitative social science methodology.
Perhaps the most common injunction is to deliberately seek out and analyse discrepant or negative cases. However, when the researcher is seeking to analyse very large numbers of cases, carrying this out rigorously and systematically may require more resources and time than are available. In this context, the use of 'quasi-statistics' can be invaluable, enabling the researcher 'to assess the amount of evidence that bears on a particular conclusion or threat, from how many different sources they were obtained, and how many discrepant instances exist' (Maxwell 2004:258) . Quasi-statistics can also support the process of maintaining analytic distance, facilitating phased recursive strategies of moving between mapping across many cases for breadth, and intensive interrogation of individual cases for depth (Davidson et al. 2018 ). There is considerable potential for researchers engaged in the analysis of 'big' qualitative data to learn from recent scholarship on the logic of enquiry within the field of comparative social science research (see Mahoney and Goertz 2012; Cooper et al. 2012) .
Within the Family Rhythms study, we were able to draw on data derived from quantitative panel studies in which both qualitative studies were embedded to facilitate 'quasi-statistical' strategies. In the case of LHSC, we also had the benefit of the systematic data provided by the life history calen- 
